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24 Journal of American Folk-Lore. 

THE SHOSHONEAN GAME OF NA-WA-TA-PI. 1 

During the months of May, June, and July of 1900, I made, 
on behalf of the Department of Anthropology of the Field Colum- 
bian Museum, an extended collecting expedition through several of 
the Western States. One of the chief objects of my journey was to 
secure ethnological specimens from some of the Shoshonean tribes, 
which great stock, with the exception of the Hopi division, was 
practically unrepresented in the museum. Being accompanied by 
Mr. Stewart Culin, of the University of Pennsylvania, it was only 
natural that particular attention should have been paid to the subject 
of games. We had not proceeded far on our journey before it be- 
came perfectly evident that much yet remains to be learned concern- 
ing this very interesting and important subject. Indeed, during the 
three months, many suggestive variations of games already exten- 
sively known and studied were discovered, the presence of certain 
games not hitherto reported among tribes was determined, and finally 
a few games were unearthed which, so far as I am aware, have never 
before been described in anthropologic literature. Into this last 
category falls the game which forms the subject of this paper. 

The first encounter made of this game was among the Shoshoni 
of the Wind River Reservation, Wyoming. It is neither more nor 
less than a contest among women of their skill of juggling in the air 
two or more balls made of mud or cut from gypsum. Occasionally 
rounded water-worn stones are used. The Shoshoni name for the 
game is nd-wd-td-pi ta-na-wa-ta-pi 9 meaning to throw with the hand. 
The usual number of balls used is three, although two or four may 
be used. The object is to. keep one or more of the balls, according 
to the number used, in the air by passing them upward from one 
hand to the other, and vice versa, after the fashion of our well-known 
jugglers. The balls (see PI. I.) are about an inch in diameter, and 
are painted according to the fancy of 'the owner, one of the seta col- 
lected having been painted blue, another red, while a third set was 
white. 

Contests of skill with these balls are occasions of considerable 
betting among the women, stakes of importance often being wagered. 
The usual play of the game is when two or more women agree upon 
some objective point, such as a tree or tipi> to which they direct 
their steps, juggling the balls as they go. The individual who first 
arrives at the goal without having dropped one of the balls, or 
without having a mishap of any sort, is the winner of the contest. 

1 Read at the Twelfth Annual Meeting of the American Folk- Lore Society, at 
Baltimore, Md., December 28, 1900. 



Plate I. 




Two sets of gypsum balls used in the Shoshonean game of Na-wa-ta-pi. 

Plate II. 




Two sets of clay balls used in the Paiute game of Na-wa-ta-pi. 
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We were not so fortunate as to see an actual contest among the 
women of their skill in juggling these balls, but enough was seen at 
the hands of the women from whom the sets were obtained to make 
it perfectly evident that they were expert in the matter, and pos- 
sessed such control over the movement of the balls as could come 
only from long practice. All Shoshoni who were interrogated on 
this point declared that the art of juggling had long been known by 
the women, and that before the advent of the whites into Wyoming 
contests for stakes among the women was one of their commonest 
forms of gambling. 

This game was also observed among the Bannocks, the Utes, and 
the Paiutes (see Plate II.), and it is quite likely that it is known 
among all the tribes of the Shoshonean stock. Its presence among 
tribes of other stocks has not yet been noted. 

George A. Dorsey. 



